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Abstract
Can urban intervention affect social behaviors within a city? And if so, what happens when that city is partial 
to cultural restrictions? The target in question here is the city of Jeddah, Saudi Arabia.  The dilemma is that 
the city has no true form of public space; despite having spaces designated as such.
The lack of public space can be related to two main aspects linked to the nature of the city:
01. Gender Segregation: Questioning what actually IS public if both males and females can’t access these 
spaces freely.
02. The development of the city since the oil boom: Looking at social, economic, demographic and urban 
ramifications.
My thesis serves as a contribution to the social needs of the Saudi society in Jeddah today.  By question-
ing the issue of ‘publicness’ I intend to analyze how the development of the city has been affected by the 
cultural restrictions imposed upon it.
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C O N T E X T U A L  D O M A I N
The question of ‘What is Public’ has different meanings when it comes 
to different societies; there are several social implications of public space 
within each culture and each city, and the non-existence of public space 
may sound like a radical notion to most urban settings although it is a fact 
that this problem does exist.  This is, for instance, the case of the city 
Jeddah.  There are several contributing factors to the shrinkage of public 
space in Jeddah, although two of the most evident are gender segrega-
tion in several public spaces throughout the city and the rapid evolution 
of the city during the 1980’s oil boom.  
Jeddah started off as a walled city, the walls were constructed in 1490 
as a defence mechanism against the Portuguese.  The original urban 
layout of old Jeddah – currently known as ‘Al Balad’ - was based around 
a central nucleus originating on the coast of the Red Sea and rippling 
out into the desert as the population grew.  In the 1940’s the city walls 
were torn down to allow the northern expansion of the city, with them 
went Jeddah’s old identity as the town began to advance across the sand 
evolving into a modern city.  Today, Jeddah is considered to be a city of 
striking variety with a combination of seascape and cityscape uniting the 
ancient with the modern.  Despite these aspects the city does not func-
tion well in terms of providing a comprehensible amount of public space 
that caters to all of it’s people. 
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The public markets of the old city functioned very well in terms of pro-
viding public space; the souqs were not only a space for trade but also 
a cultural hub where people gathered, it was also a place that did not 
segregate men and women; making it completely open to the public at 
all times.  The souq is one of the last standing notions of public space 
the city fosters, my aim is to dissect the meaning of the souq in order to 
understand how it functions within the social network as well as observe 
the activities that take place there other than trade in order to design a 
new form of public space that caters to the public. 
City Formation
1970’s Urban Plan Old Jeddah
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With a population of 3.4 million, about 70% of the 
population of Jeddah is between 18-35 years of 
age, which means it is a young society. Through 
observation, the public does not have clear spaces 
that nourish the enormous amount of cultural col-
lection that has been inserted into the city over the 
years through the trade port, not to mention people 
migrating through Jeddah in order to perform the 
Hajj pilgrimage every year. 
The city is subdivided into 11 divisions – I’ll be fo-
cusing on al Aziziah division because of the high 
population and location along the coast, as well as 
it’s close proximity to Al Balad.
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C L I M A T E
The climate in Jeddah is mostly hot and humid reaching highs of 45 
sometimes 50 degrees Celsius in mid August, and lows of about 18 de-
grees in January.  The city experiences these severe weather conditions 
year round, and without careful consideration open public spaces could 
end up deserted areas with the only visitor being the harsh mid-day sun.
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P U B L I C  S P A C E  I N  J E D D A H
Public space in Jeddah is lacking.  The issue is not that public space 
does not exist, but it is mainly that there are numerous areas mas-
querading as space for the public.  In order to understand this notion, 
one must go back to the customs and traditions of the city that involve 
gender segregation in many areas that are generally considered public. 
One aspect is the restriction of the presence of single males at certain 
times of the day in a number of areas; similarly females suffer the same 
consequences in different circumstances.  Places such as malls and res-
taurants experience these regulations as well.  Looking back at the old 
customs of the city, segregation was not as apparent as it is today, as 
many observers assert.  After discussing this issue with my great aunt 
she attributes it to the fact they were “simpler times” she then added 
“the city was very small, everyone knew each other and we all acted as 
family” this also provides some explanation as to why segregation was 
not an issue, since everyone was considered “family”.  She continued 
to say that when the city started growing people moved further out from 
the center of town that contributed to “loss of the connection” and thus 
segregation came into play.  
Furthermore, by looking at the expansion of the city, rural migration from 
the more conservative northern parts of Saudi Arabia is also a major con-
tributing factor to the implementation of gender segregation in Jeddah.i
i (International, 1980) 
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Public space is defined as a social space that is open and accessible to 
all, regardless of gender, race, ethnicity, age or socioeconomic level. i 
This issue brings up the question of what exactly is public if the public- 
males and females- can’t access these spaces freely at any time.
On parallel grounds, the evolution of the city has contributed to the 
deterioration of public space as well.  The ‘souq’ or traditional public 
market places were the heart of the old city mainly because they were 
accessible to all and they performed as the hub of the city economically, 
culturally and socially.  Therefore, the souq is a space that contributes 
to society as a whole.  While many markets still exist within the typology 
of the city, today most of them are located within the historic district ‘Al 
Balad’ or ‘Old Jeddah’ and they are open to the public.  Although with the 
building boom, the concept of a public market space has morphed into 
mainstream malls that are rapidly multiplying by the minute.  This adds to 
the decline of one of the last notions of ‘Real’ public space we have left. 
i (Wikimedia, 2011)
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C O N C E P T U A L  A P P L I C A T I O N
The conceptual application is based on two main strategical moves: The 
Social Strategy, targeting gender segregation; and the Urban Strategy, 
targeting the city.
01. The Social Strategy 02. The Urban Strategy
20
•	 The Social Strategy:
The goal is not to eliminate these gender boundaries completely, but to 
maintain some familiarity within the social context.  I chose to do this by 
learning from the past in order to adapt to the demands of contemporary 
life.
The two functions that were always present in the old Islamic city were 
the souq and the mosque.  These were the places that people would go 
to socialize with one another.  My strategy is to introduce two new func-
tions (a community park and an existing open air art museum) in order to 
encourage gender integration in a familiar way. 


   
Maintaining familiarity within the social context without com-
pletely eliminating the boundaries
Introducing programmatic functions that encourage gender inte-
gration in a familiar way
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•	 The Urban Strategy:
01. Programatizing a large open space that is not being used to its full potential 
02. Creating a series of interconnected social hubs within that space
03. Giving it the potential to act as a center for cultural collection
+ =

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P U B L I C  S P A C E  A N D  T H E  S O U Q
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H I S T O R I C A L  B A C K G R O U N D A  M U L T I - F U N C T I O N A L  S P A C E
The souq is a public market place that denotes the commercial exchange 
of goods and services.  The notion of the souq can date back to pre-
Islamic times and has evolved tremendously ever since.  The concept is 
significant to the commercial activity of pre-Islamic and Islamic civiliza-
tions through the transport and exchange of merchandise by the travelling 
traders.  Islamic economy was largely a market economy,and Islamic tra-
dition holds that Makkah was inhabited and controlled by the merchants 
that operated within the structure of the public markets.  Some examples 
of trade cities in Islam are: 
Aleppo, Syria; Isfahan, Iran; and Douha, Qatar
These cities are some examples of how souqs performed as a place for 
trade, providing wealth for the city, they also created an active space for 
many additional functions such as lodging for visitors to the town, stables 
and sometimes a mosque and a public bath. i   In addition to these func-
tions one must not overlook the concept of creating a main gathering 
space that brings people together from diverse backgrounds and allows 
them to share ideas as well as create a melting pot for cultural exchange.
i(Bianquis, et al., 2011)
In order to understand the meaning of public space one must look at 
the different spaces that are considered as public domain. These spaces 
consist of: outdoor markets, plazas, squares, malls and in Islamic regions 
mosques and souqs. After analyzing the souq and its functionality, it is 
safe to say that it is a space that includes the majority of these functions 
that are embedded within the typology of the city. This makes it a multi-
use space that caters to the community as a whole.
The aim of the project is to incorporate the Souq as a building block to 
the formation of new public space in the city, and from there introduce 
new functions that will enable gender integration in a familiar way.
              
    
     
      
        
      
27
S O U Q  T Y P O L O G I E S
•	 Linear
The linear souq is relatively simple, it typically consists of a long narrow 
street linking shops on either side.
•	 Enclosed/Courtyard
The enclosed souq typically resembles a self-contained village with a 
main gate.  It contains a number of activities such as an open courtyard 
space with surrounding stores, lodging and stables.  Some other terms 
used for this type of souq are: khan, wikalah, raba’a, rubat.
•	 Cluster 
The cluster souq consists of a number of buildings devoted to separate 
trade that is organized around dome-covered courtyard spaces. This type 
of organization typically contains a mosque as well as lodging.
•	 Linked
The linked souq is mainly a combination between the linear, cluster and 
courtyard typologies. A narrow street connects the different buildings 
that house numerous activities. The hatched areas represent courtyard 
spaces typically lined with arcades.
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C A S E  S T U D I E S
Through my research I looked at different types of market typologies 
around the Islamic world.  Each of these examples reveal how the space 
facilitates human interaction in different ways.  By looking at each of 
these examples I’ve extracted three major points that make a successful 
public space.  
01. Climatic Comfort. Souq Waqif: Al Douha, Qatar
02. Facilitates Human Interaction:  Souq Aleppo: Syria
03. Responds to Urban Surroundings: Bazaar of Isfahan
•	 Souq Waqif: Al Douha, Qatar
Souq Waqif dates back to at least one hundred years; it has been re-
cently restored back to its original state, and is considered an urban 
revitalization project situated along one of the banks of the river.i  It is 
now a traditional open-air public space that is used by shoppers, tourists, 
merchants as well as the local residents.  With an area of 164,000 m2 
the space is composed of a number separate buildings with interconnect-
ing streets, which makes it fall under the cluster organization.  The space 
is designed to house numerous activities starting with the main market, 
mosques, restaurants, hotels, poetry rooms, galleries, and stables.
The climate in Doha is extremely arid and temperature varies throughout 
the year from 12°C in January and 45°C in July, during most of the year 
the weather is dry and dusty.  The rain is scarce, and humidity is high 
during the summer.  With such harsh conditions it is interesting to look 
at such a space in terms of climatic comfort.  The design of the souq is 
based around densely packed buildings; this helps a lot in terms of pro-
viding shade for pedestrians, the narrow streets and covered walkways 
also play a role as well.  Also, a number of buildings are equipped with 
air-cooling towers; this ancient device collects the wind and circulates it 
into the lower levels of the building without the use of electricity.  
i (Radoine, 2010)
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•	 Souq Aleppo: Syria
The souq of Aleppo is a good example of a multi use space. It contains a 
number of ‘khans’ or lodging for travelling merchants (01). These are usu-
ally courtyard spaces with surrounding arcades. Other functions include a 
mosque (02), ‘madrasas’ or schools (03) and shops.  
What is interesting in this typology is the combination of a number of 
courtyard spaces that are linked together through a central street that 
branches out and connects different parts of the market.  The courtyard 
spaces help breakdown the large area and creates more intimate spaces 
for human interaction, also the narrow and bent streets create the op-
portunity for social exchange along the storefronts.
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•	 Bazaar of Isfahan: Isfahan, Iran                                                      
The bazaar of Isfahan is one of the oldest and largest bazaars of the 
Middle East, dating back to the 17th century. i  It is composed of a chain 
of domed with a large courtyard interconnected with a vaulted two-
kilometer street linking the old city with the new.  The bazaar opens out 
into the Nagsh Jehan Square; which is situated at the center of the city 
and has an area of around 90,000 m2, one of the largest in the world. 
The Bazaar exemplifies an intelligent response to its urban surroundings 
by acting as a main gateway to the square; it also directly mirrors the 
grand mosque on the adjacent side.  Furthermore, the series of domed 
spaces create interconnected buildings that are linked with the city.
i (Wikimedia, Naqsh-e Jahan Square, 2011) 
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E X I S T I N G  C O N D I T I O N S
The chosen site is located in Al Aziziah division along the bay of the 
Corniche.  
The site was divided into four zones in which will later designate the dif-
ferent programmatic functions that will take place:
•	 Zone 01:
An existing Open Air Art museum that was developed during the 1980’s 
in an attempt to create public open space for the surrounding residential 
buildings. Due to the inadequate shading and lack of proper seating the 
museum is mostly deserted during the day, but once the harsh sun starts 
to settle residents from the surrounding neighborhoods make use of what 
is available. 
•	 Zone 02:
Existing neighborhood mosque.
•	 Zone 03:
This area is mostly deserted at all times.
•	 Zone 04:
Landscaped strip.
Zone 01
Zone 02
Zone 03
Zone 04
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W O R K I N G  W I T H  T H E  S I T E
The choice to work with this site in particular is related to four major 
points:
01. The high concentration of residential buildings in the area.  
02. The central location of the mosque, which is easily accessible to the 
surrounding neighborhoods.
03. Al Malek Road which is considered a major connector between North 
(New Jeddah) and South (Old Jeddah-Al Balad).
04. The integration of the existing open air art museum.
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Can urban intervention affect social behaviors within 
a city? If so, what happens when that city is partial 
to cultural restrictions? The target in question 
here is the city of Jeddah located in Saudi Arabia. 
The dilemma is that the city has no true from of 
public space; it mainly has areas that are masquer-
ading as these spaces. This notion can be related to 
two main aspects linked to the nature of the city:
1. Gender Segregation: Questioning what ac-
tually 'IS' public if both males and fe-
males can't access these spaces freely.
2. City Development: 'Souqs' -Public Markets- pre-
viously performed as the heart of the city socially, 
culturally and economically. But with the build-
ing boom the idea of the 'souq' has morphed into 
the concept of privately owned mainstream malls.
My thesis serves as a contribution to the social 
needs of a contemporary Saudi society. By question-
ing the issue of 'public-ness' I intend to reveal how 
these two issues have virtually eliminated the con-
cept of true public space, and how I've  approached 
solving this dilemma by learning from the past in 
order to adapt to the demands of modern-day life. 
reem abuzeid                                                                                     march thesis                                                                              fall 2011   
t h e  m e e t i n g  p o i n t
rethinking public space in the city of jeddah
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Figure-Ground: BlocksFigure-Ground: Existing Site
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P O P U L A T I O N
The population within the area is about 11,000 people, with roughly 2000 
families and each household having 3-5 children
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C U R R E N T  U S A G E
If looked at during a 24 hour period, most of the site usage happens in 
the evening – which is marked in the darker shade.

A P P L I C A T I O N
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P R O P O S E D  P R O G R A M
The two functions that were always present in the old Islamic city were 
the souq and the mosque.  These were the places that people would go 
to socialize with one another.  My strategy is to introduce two new func-
tions (a community park and an existing open air art museum) in order to 
encourage gender integration in a familiar way.  
The goal is to learn from the past in order to adapt to the demands of 
contemporary life. 
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58 Figure-Ground: Existing Figure-Ground: Proposed
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A R E A S
The total area of the site is around 190,000m2.  The area that will be 
programmed is 120,000m2, with a built area of 26,000m2.  This is 
consisting of 1-2 story buildings in the Souq area - Market  
This will serve a population 11,000 people with roughly 2000 families 
and each household having 3-5 children.
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P R O G R A M  B R E A K D O W N
•	 Souq:
Located in the Northern part of the site, the souq consists of 2 main 
programmatic functions: a farmers market selling local foods and goods 
as well as small cafes and restaurants mainly located on the second level 
of each building.  Parts of the souq also filter through to the art museum 
and park where it is incorporated as small kiosks integrated through the 
space.  
•	 Mosque:
With its central location, the mosque acts as a breathing point between 
the densely packed souq area and the park.
•	 Park + Art:
The park is incorporated into the existing layout of the art museum in 
order to create a proper community gathering space for the surrounding 
neighborhood.  It also acts as a gateway to the mosque and souq.
•	 Promenade:
Seeing since the water is the most consistent element throughout the 
site, the promenade acts as the major connector from north to south. It 
also incorporates the water through small elevated pavers that provide 
seating and areas for children to play.
•	 Buffer Zone:
The landscaped strip between the chosen site and the high traffic of Al 
Malek Road is mainly used as a sound and traffic barrier.  This is done 
by strategically planting trees along the strip.
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U S E  O F  V E G E T A T I O N
A recent study showed that the current amount of green space 
allotted per person in the city of Jeddah is 0.5m2,  this is way 
below the minimum requirement of 9m2/person according to 
the world health organization.  Through the urban scheme I’ve 
looked at ways to incorporate green space in order to facilitate 
this need.
As mentioned previously the climate in Jeddah is mostly hot 
and humid reaching highs of 45 sometimes 50 degrees Celsius. 
And so, the weather became a major contributing factor to the 
types of trees that were selected.  After researching trees that 
tolerate drought, heat and extreme temperatures, it was con-
cluded that trees of the Acacia family grow best in the region. 
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•	 Scenario A:
Crossing from residential zone into park. 
The multiple entrances to the site don’t al-
low for easy control of gender segregation; 
unlike malls where entrances are limited 
and are guarded by a security guard.  
 
•	 Scenario B:
Meeting people at the park + socializing 
around the art sculptures.
S O C I A L  S C E N A R I O S
South Access from Residential Zone Shading: June 21st, 2pm
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B
N
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•	 Scenario A:
Tree shade breaks down the vast space 
and creates a more intimate setting.
•	 Scenario B:
Pavers extend into the water creating a set-
ting for people to socialize with one another.
S O C I A L  S C E N A R I O S
Park: Art + Play
B
A
Shading: June 21st, 2pm
N
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•	 Scenario A:
The linear path allows for quick movement 
through the souq.
•	 Scenario B:
Smaller pathways cut across the long linear 
path of the souq to provide easy access to 
the promenade.  It also creates the oppor-
tunity for gender integration by moving from 
an open space to a more intimate setting.
•	 Scenario C:
Pavers extend into the water creating a set-
ting for people to socialize with one an-
other, as well as provide areas for children 
to play.
S O C I A L  S C E N A R I O S
Mosque + Plaza: Connection to Water Through Pavers
B
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•	 Scenario A:
Smaller pathways cut across the long linear 
path of the souq to provide easy access to 
the promenade.  It also creates the oppor-
tunity for gender integration by moving from 
an open space to a more intimate setting.
•	 Scenario B:
Tree lined paths help define crossing from 
promenade into souq. 
•	 Scenario C:
Courtyard space opens out into promenade.
S O C I A L  S C E N A R I O S
Souq + Promenade: Relationship to Water
AB
C
Shading: June 21st, 2pm
N
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•	 Scenario A:
Crossing from residential zone into souq. 
The multiple entrances to the site don’t al-
low for easy control of gender segregation; 
unlike malls where entrances are limited 
and are guarded by a security guard. 
S O C I A L  S C E N A R I O S
North Access from Barrier Zone: Bridge - Suggested Future Expansion
N
A
Shading: June 21st, 2pm
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01. Social 02. Urban
93
C O N C L U S I O N
As times are changing, public space in Jeddah is becoming a major issue 
that will be looked at for many years to come.  This thesis focuses on the 
possible changes that can occur by learning from the past and adapting 
‘traditional’ notions of socializing in the city to ‘modern’ day life.
It is inevitable that the city is evolving, and proposing the opportunity for 
change is my attempt to contribute to these growing social needs that 
have been limited by the social and urban restrictions imposed on the 
city throughout the years.
The social connection between human beings is part of everyday life. 
Jeddah is a city that is considered a ‘melting pot’ for cultural collection in 
Saudi Arabia, and by slowly eliminating these boundaries one can start 
to see the true potential that the city has to offer. 
Compare Jeddah today to the ancient walled city.  The walls were put up 
for a reason; to protect the city against the attacks of the Portuguese.  It 
is true that the walls served a purpose at that time but once torn down the 
city began to expand and flourish.  The same goes for the issue of Gen-
der Segregation; if we look at it as being ‘the wall’ one can only imagine 
the opportunities that can begin to emerge as a result of this change.     

T H E S I S  D E F E N C E  P R E S E N T A T I O N
D E C E M B E R  1 5 ,  2 0 1 1
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Can urban intervention affect social behaviors within 
a city? If so, what happens when that city is partial 
to cultural restrictions? The target in question 
here is the city of Jeddah located in Saudi Arabia. 
The dilemma is that the city has no true from of 
public space; it mainly has areas that are masquer-
ading as these spaces. This notion can be related to 
two main aspects linked to the nature of the city:
1. Gender Segregation: Questioning what ac-
tually 'IS' public if both males and fe-
males can't access these spaces freely.
2. City Development: 'Souqs' -Public Markets- pre-
viously performed as the heart of the city socially, 
culturally and economically. But with the build-
ing boom the idea of the 'souq' has morphed into 
the concept of privately owned mainstream malls.
My thesis serves as a contribution to the social 
needs of a contemporary Saudi society. By question-
ing the issue of 'public-ness' I intend to reveal how 
these two issues have virtually eliminated the con-
cept of true public space, and how I've  approached 
solving this dilemma by learning from the past in 
order to adapt to the demands of modern-day life. 
reem abuzeid                                                                                     march thesis                                                                              fall 2011   
t h e  m e e t i n g  p o i n t
rethinking public space in the city of jeddah
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01. GENDER SEGREGATION
MAINTAINING FAMILIARITY WITHIN THE SOCIAL CONTEXT WITHOUT COMPLEATLY ELIMINATING THE BOUNDRIES
LEARNING FROM THE PAST IN ORDER TO ADAPT TO THE DEMANDS OF CONTEMPORARY LIFE INTRODUCING PROGRAMMATIC FUNCTIONS THAT ENCOURAGE GENDER INTEGRATION IN A FAMILIAR WAY
02. URBAN DEVELOPMENT
CAN AN URBAN INTERVENTION AFFECT SOCIAL BEHAVIOUR WITHIN A CITY?
TWO MAIN ASPECTS RELATED TO THE NATURE OF THE CITY
WHAT HAPPENED TO PUBLIC SPACE?                            
01. PROGRAMATIZING A LARGE OPEN SPACE 02. INTERCONNECTED SOCIAL HUBS 03. A CENTER FOR CULTURAL COLLECTION
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souq al alawi, jeddah saudi arabia existing souq in jeddah -- historic district
souq waqif, al douha qatar climatic comfort
bazaar of isfahan, isfahan iran responds to urban surroundings
souq aleppo, syria facilitates human interaction
wind towers
social distances
The souq is a public market place that denotes 
the commercial exchange of goods and services. 
Historically the souq performed as a place for 
trade providing wealth for the city, as well 
as creating an active space for many addition-
al functions such as performing public speechs, 
lodging for visitors of the town, stables and in 
some cases mosques and public baths.   In addition 
to these functions one must not overlook the 
concept of creating a main gathering space that 
brings people from diverse backgrounds together, 
thus, create a melting pot for cultural exchange.
In order to understand the meaning of public space 
one must look at the different spaces that are 
considered as public domain. These spaces consist 
of: outdoor markets, plazas, squares, malls and in 
Islamic regions mosques and souqs. After analyz-
ing the souq and its functionality, it is safe to say 
that it is a space that includes the majority of 
these functions.  This makes it a multi-functional 
space that caters to the community as a whole.
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CASE STUDIES: OVERVIEW
SOUQ TYPOLOGIES
01. SOUQ WAQIF: AL DOUHA
02. SOUQ ALEPPO: SYRIA
03. THE GRAND BAZAAR OF ISFAHAN: ISFAHAN, IRAN
linear 
the linear souq is relativ-
lty simple, it typically con-
sists of a long narrow street 
linking shops on either side.
cluster  
the cluster souq consists 
of a number of buildings de-
voted to seperate trade or-
ganized around dome covered 
spaces.  this type of or-
ganization typically con-
tains a mosque and lodging.
enclosed/courtyard 
the enclosed souq typically resem-
bles a self contained village with 
a main gate. it contains a num-
ber of activities such as an open 
courtyard space with surround-
ing stores, lodging and stables. 
linked 
the linked souq is mainly a 
combination between the lin-
ear, cluster and courtyard 
typologies. a narrow street 
connects the different build-
ings that house numerous ac-
tivities.  the hatched areas 
represent courtyard spaces 
typically lined with arcades. 

The old walled city is represented by the darkest 
color.  After the Second World War the walls were demol-
ished, due to the confinement of the east hills and salt 
marshes to the south the city expanded northwards.  The 
early growth of Jeddah did not follow a clear urban plan, 
later in 1973 a master plan was developed predicting a 
population of 1.6 million by 1990.  But this prediction was 
clearly overtaken by the inrush of new wealth which also 
led to the increase in population. 
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EXISTING GREEN SPACE PER PERSON IN JEDDAH
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The race is long, and in the end, it’s only with yourself. 
